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The	 Joint	 Learning	 Initiative	 for	 Local	 and	 Faith	 Communities	 (JLI),	 the	 Sexual	 Violence	 Research	
Initiative	 (SVRI),	 the	 Africa	 Regional	 Sexual	 and	 Gender-Based	 Violence	 Network,	 and	 the	 GBV	
Prevention	Network	-	for	allowing	us	to	disseminate	survey	invitations	to	their	network	members.	
	
Elizabeth	Dartnall	 (SVRI),	Diana	Arango	and	Jocelyn	Kelly	 (The	World	Bank)	and	Shereen	El-Feki	 for	











































genital	mutilation	 (FGM);	 forced	 feeding	 of	women;	 early	marriage;	 the	 various	 taboos	 or	
practices	which	 prevent	women	 from	 controlling	 their	 own	 fertility;	 nutritional	 taboos	 and	
traditional	birth	practices;	son	preference	and	its	implications	for	the	status	of	the	girl	child;	
female	infanticide;	early	pregnancy;	and	dowry	price.	Despite	their	harmful	nature	and	their	




as	playing	authoritative	and	 influential	 leadership	roles	within	faith	 institutions	to	guide,	 inspire	or	
















ten	 organisations,	 and	 completed	 by	 seven.	 Drawing	 on	 the	 literature	 review	 and	 completed	
questionnaires,	the	four	HTPs	that	the	case	studies	would	focus	on,	as	well	as	the	five	organisations	
that	 would	 serve	 as	 case	 study	 settings,	 were	 selected.	 The	 four	 HTPs	 were	 female	 genital	













• World	 Vision	 International	 (WVI)	 –	 a	 global	 Christian	 relief,	 development	 and	 advocacy	
















and/or	 faith.	The	majority	of	 the	respondents	work	for	a	 faith-based	organisation	(FBO),	but	some	








‘HTP’,	 and	 do	 not	 identify	 their	 programming	 and	 projects	 on	 HTPs	 as	 such;	 e)	 informed	 by	 the	
methodology	discussed	earlier,	certain	HTPs	were	privileged	over	others;	f)	 the	survey	data	carries	
certain	biases	due	to	the	nature	of	the	survey	respondents;	and	g)	the	review	of	HTP	prevalence	data	
during	 the	 literature	 review	 shows	 that	 it	 is	 almost	 exclusively	 focused	on	 FGM/C	and	CEM,	 lacks	
comparability,	and	 is	mostly	 informed	by	a	single	data	source.	Despite	these	 limitations,	this	study	


















Religion	 is	a	contributing	 factor	 to	many	HTPs,	but	generally	speaking	not	the	causal	 factor.	 In	 the	
continued	perpetration	and	support	of	HTPs,	a	complex	interaction	of	religion	and	culture,	but	also	
class,	race,	ethnicity,	and	economic	and	political	dynamics	is	at	play.	Case	study	findings	suggest	that	
religion	 is	used	 in	various	ways	 to	 justify	cultural	beliefs	and	practices.	While	 faith	 leaders	may	be	
aware	 that	 their	 particular	 faith	 does	 not	 condone	 or	 demand	 a	 certain	 HTP,	 they	 remain	 silent	
because	of	the	power	relations	in	which	cultural	expectations	are	embedded.		
	







–	 a	 public	 health	 approach	 and	 a	 theological	 approach.	 It	 is	 important	 to	 share	 public	 health	
information	pertaining	to	HTPs,	because	many	 faith	 leaders	 lack	 the	basic	sexual	and	reproductive	
health	knowledge	relevant	to	certain	HTPs.	Raising	awareness	of	the	health	consequences	of	HTPs	
creates	a	shared	concern	with	the	health	and	well-being	of	women	and	girls	and	opens	up	space	for	
conversation	 and	 reflection.	 The	 four	 FBOs	 included	 in	 this	 study	 always	 combine	 public	 health	
information	 with	 a	 scriptural/theological	 approach	 to	 harmful	 practices.	 This	 allows	 these	
































of	engaging	with	 faith	 leaders	on	HTPs.	These	groups	can	be	 formally	structured	and	 include	a	set	
curriculum	and	training,	or	be	informal,	requiring	only	a	skilled	facilitator.	These	groups	should	be	safe	
spaces,	 created	 with	 sensitivity	 to	 the	 power	 dynamics	 between	 participants,	 including	 only	
participants	who	volunteer	to	take	part,	using	sensitive	language	and	facilitated	with	skill	and	patience	
with	a	primary	goal	of	building	trust.	Such	groups	benefit	from	contextual	theological	engagement,	
which	 requires	 sound	 resources	 and	 materials	 (e.g.	 contextual	 bible	 studies)	 that	 facilitates	 such	



























Religion	 is	 a	 driver	 of	 various	 practices	 that	 are	 harmful	 to	 people,	 particularly	 women	 and	 girls.	
Addressing	these	practices	will	require	engaging	with	religion	and	faith	communities.	Those	heading	
faith	institutions	are	the	key	gatekeepers	to	these	faith	communities,	and	therefore	any	engagement	











and	gender	 inequality,	 rather	 than	HTPs.	This	allows	 for	 context-appropriate	programming	
and	projects	 that	acknowledge	gender	 inequality	and	violence	as	problems	common	 to	all	
societies	 (and	 not	 just	 non-Western	 ones).	 It	 also	 does	 not	 hide	 the	 gendered	 nature	 of	
violence.	






enables	 faith	 leaders	 to	 address	 sensitive	 and	 complex	 issues	while	 using	 a	 discourse	 and	
framework	they	know	and	respect.	








































































































genital	mutilation	 (FGM);	 forced	 feeding	 of	women;	 early	marriage;	 the	 various	 taboos	 or	
practices	which	 prevent	women	 from	 controlling	 their	 own	 fertility;	 nutritional	 taboos	 and	
traditional	birth	practices;	son	preference	and	its	implications	for	the	status	of	the	girl	child;	
female	infanticide;	early	pregnancy;	and	dowry	price.	Despite	their	harmful	nature	and	their	
























both	 formally	 or	 informally,	 as	 playing	 authoritative	 and	 influential	 leadership	 roles	 within	 faith	
institutions	 to	 guide,	 inspire	 or	 lead	 others	 (of	 faith).	 This	may	 often	 be	within	 a	 formal	 religious	
hierarchy	 of	 accountability,	 with	 specialised	 training	 required.	 But	 it	 also	 includes	 informal	
movements,	where	leaders	emerge	from	below	as	endorsed	by	institutional	followers,	and	may	not	
involve	 formal	 training.	 Lastly,	 it	 includes	 the	 leaders	 of	 faith	 traditions	who	may	 not	 be	 seen	 as	
narrowly	‘religious’	by	current	definitions,	such	as	indigenous	spiritual	guides.	
	
The	 research	 project	 included	 a	 literature	 review,	 online	 survey,	 and	 five	 case	 studies,	 with	 each	
individual	case	study	focusing	on	one	of	five	organisations	(four	of	which	are	faith-based),6	and	their	
work	on	HTPs	and	with	faith	leaders.7		







































a	 survey	 report.	 It	 organises	 these	 findings	 around	 five	 key	 themes,	 namely	 a)	 the	 conceptual	
challenges	of	the	term	'harmful	traditional	practices’;	b)	the	role	of	faith,	faith	communities	and	faith	
leaders	 in	 HTPs;	 c)	 approaches	 that	 are	 being	 used	when	working	 with	 faith	 leaders	 on	 HTPs;	 d)	










Episcopal	 Relief	 and	 Development,	 IMA	World	 Health,	 Islamic	 Relief	Worldwide,	 Lutheran	
World	Federation,	Tearfund,	US	and	World	Vision	International)	
• By	 conducting	 the	 research	 (Elisabet	 le	 Roux	 and	 Brenda	 Bartelink,	with	 Selina	 Palm,	Neil	
Kramm	and	Wouter	Levinga)	
• By	reviewing	 the	 research	 tools,	documents	and	reports	produced	by	 the	 lead	researchers	
(Shereen	El	Feki,	Elizabeth	Dartnall,	Diana	J.	Arango	and	Stacy	Nam).	
	




prevalence	data.	A	 secondary	 focus	of	 the	 review	was	on	 the	 literature	 framing	 the	phenomenon	





consortium’s	member	organisations,	 as	well	 as	 some	of	 their	partner	organisations.	A	 total	of	 ten	
organisations	 received	 the	 questionnaire,	 and	 seven	 organisations	 completed	 it.	 Results	 from	



















The	 documents	 reviewed	 were	 unique	 to	 each	 organisation	 and	 the	 particular	 programming	 and	
projects	that	the	case	study	focused	on,	but	included	internal	and	external	monitoring	and	evaluation	
















July	2017,	and	closed	on	6	August	2017.	The	survey	 invitation	stated	that	 individuals	 that	work	on	
HTPs	and/or	faith	should	complete	the	survey,	and	the	survey	itself	followed	a	skip-logic	that	would	
allow	 participation	 from	 those	 active	 within	 only	 one	 of	 these	 areas.	 The	 minimum	 number	 of	















































Case	study	guidelines	 Overview	 of	 case	 study	 strategy,	 including	 selected	 HTPs	 and	
organisations	
KII	interview	guide	template	 Interview	guide	 template	 for	 virtual	 interviews	 conducted	during	
case	studies	
























IRW	case	study	 	 Le	 Roux,	 E.	 &	 Bartelink,	 B.E.	 2017.	 Islamic	 Relief	
Worldwide:	 Case	 study	 as	 part	 of	 UK	 aid-funded	
Working	effectively	with	faith	leaders	to	challenge	
harmful	traditional	practices.	




ABAAD	case	study	 	 Bartelink,	 B.E.,	 Le	 Roux,	 E.,	 &	 Levinga,	 W.	 2017.	
ABAAD:	 Case	 study	 as	 part	 of	 UK	 aid-funded	
Working	effectively	with	faith	leaders	to	challenge	
harmful	traditional	practices.	




Survey	report	 	 Le	 Roux,	 E.,	 Kramm,	 N.,	 &	 Bartelink,	 B.E.	 2017.	
Working	effectively	with	faith	leaders	to	challenge	








Giants:	 Mobilising	 faith	 leaders	 as	 agents	 of	
change.12		

















Organisation	 Faith	orientation	 Countries	 where	
active	













































































































































































































































































The	 fifth,	while	 smaller	 and	 focusing	mainly	 on	one	national	 context,	 functions	within	 the	
same	 international	 development	 sphere.	 Thus	 the	 study	 is	 limited	 in	 its	 reflection	 on	 the	
experiences	 and	 opinions	 of	 small,	 local	 organisations	 operating	with	 limited	 budget	 on	 a	









the	 term	 ‘harmful	 traditional	 practices’	 in	 their	 work	 with	 communities.	 Therefore,	 their	
programming	and	projects	on	HTPs	and	faith	leaders	are	not	identified	as	such,	but	rather	as,	
for	 example,	 focusing	 more	 generally	 on	 GBV	 or	 gender	 justice.	 Nevertheless,	 the	


































In	 conducting	 this	 study,	 various	 problems	 and	 issues	 were	 discovered	 with	 the	 term	 ‘harmful	
traditional	practices’	and	its	use	within	a	development	context.	There	exists	substantial	literature	on	

























All	 five	 organisations	 prefer	 using	 an	 integrated	 approach	 that	 allows	 them	 to	 address	 the	 varied	
factors	–	such	as	gender	constructs,	poverty,	and	patriarchy	–	that	lead	to	HTPs	in	the	first	place.	This	




settings	 the	 term	 ‘female	 genital	mutilation	 or	 cutting’	will	 be	 unacceptable,	 as	 the	 term	 ‘female	










protection	programming	where	the	 issue	of	CEM	 is	addressed	 in	various	projects	such	as	girl-child	
education,	 income-generation	 activities,	 child	 sponsorship	 and	 advocacy	 on	 marriage	 laws.	
Furthermore,	 these	 organisations	 prefer	 engaging	 more	 generally	 on	 underlying	 issues	 such	 as	














the	 ‘modern’.	 21	 The	 implication	 is	 that	 these	 harmful	 practices	will	 disappear	 once	 the	 society	 is	
properly	 modernised.22	 Religion	 and	 secularism	 are	 similarly	 implicated,	 as	 part	 of	 the	 broader	
secular/faith	binary	within	development	discourses,23	with	the	modern,	Western,	liberated	individual	
seen	 as	 secular,24	whereas	 the	 traditional,	 non-Western,	 oppressed	 individual	 is	 religious.	 As	 Chia	
Longman	 and	 Tamsin	 Bradley	 argue	 in	 their	 edited	 volume	 on	 HTPs:	
	
…the	 modern	 body	 is	 also	 very	 much	 envisaged	 as	 secular;	 the	 liberal	 emancipated	 and	








within	 non-Western	 cultures,29	 identifying	many	 practices	within	Western	 cultures	 that	 should	 be	


























HTPs	 in	 the	 study	 and	 their	 participation	 in	 it.	 One	 consortium	partner,	 seeing	 the	 focus	 on	 non-
Western	HTPs,	asked	to	be	excluded:			
	

















study.36	 Despite	 the	 prevalence	 of	 a	 number	 of	 the	 practices	 (such	 as	 CEM,	 son	 preference	 and	
honour-related	violence)	in	contexts	where	these	faiths	are	widely	practised,	the	focus	seems	to	be	
































many	campaigns,	media	coverage	and	popular	accounts	 in	 the	press.40	But	 it	 is	understood	by	 the	
general	public	in	the	West	as	being	an	Islamic	practice,	whereas	research	on	FGM/C	in	no	way	supports	
this	view.41	The	recurrent	reference	to	Islam	as	a	source	of	legitimisation	of	HTPs	problematises	Islam	






HTPs	 outside	 the	 context	 of	 colonial	 agendas	 and	 their	 influence	 in	 postcolonial	 politics.44	 The	
Christian	 dominance	 in	 the	 field	 of	 development	 in	 the	 postcolonial	 world	 has	 shaped	 intensive	
interactions	 and	 partnerships	 between	 Christian	 institutions	 and	 leaders	 and	 international	
























































































and	CEM	 tend	 to	 revolve	 around	 the	 sanctification	of	 sexual	 purity	 and	 chastity,	 and	 the	need	 to	
control	women’s	sexual	desire	and	activity.50	However,	it	was	also	argued	by	the	FBO	staff	and	faith	























option.	 Study	 findings	 show	 that	 people	 are	 at	 times	 aware	 that	 their	 particular	 faith	 does	 not	
condone	or	demand	a	certain	HTP	–	yet	they	continue	it	all	the	same	due	to	the	need	to	conform	to	




you	know,	 that	we	 should	be	doing	FGM,	but	 if	we	don’t	do	 it	 then	actually	we	are	 called	


























been	 promoted	 in	 reaction	 to	 colonialism,	 or	 in	 reaction	 to	 what	 is	 experienced	 as	 Western	






















communities.	 In	 some	 cases,	 they	 might	 even	 obstruct	 messages	 when	 they	 feel	 the	
messages/approaches	are	in	opposition	to	their	faith	and	values.	There	may	also	exist	cultural	





























and	 female	 –	 to	 publicly	 de-link	 FGM/C	 from	 Islam.	Where	 appropriate,	 this	 may	 involve	
training	 programmes	 for	 imams	 and	 community	 leaders.	 Islamic	 Relief	will	 also	work	with	
religious	bodies,	academic	institutions	and	governments	to	conduct	research	that	will	provide	
greater	 insight	 into	 the	 practice,	 as	 well	 as	 help	 develop	 policy	 positions	 and	 fatwas	 that	
support	its	abandonment.60	
	
All	 of	 the	 organisations	 report	 working	 with	 faith	 leaders	 –	 WVI	 has,	 for	 example,	 designed	 a	
methodology	 for	engaging	with	 faith	 leaders	on	difficult	 social	 issues	 (in	which	HTPs	such	as	CEM,	
FGM/C,	 son	 preference	 and	 honour-related	 violence	 is	 addressed,	 depending	 on	 the	 community	
context).	However,	such	engagement	is	not	without	its	challenges.	Religious	and	sectarian	differences,	
as	well	as	broader	power	relations,	mean	that	faith	leader	engagement	can	easily	lead	to	disputes.61	
For	 example,	 ABAAD	 decided	 to	 facilitate	 roundtable	 discussions	 on	 SGBV	 between	 civil	 society	
organisations	 and	 faith	 leaders,	 as	 the	 polarisation	 between	 the	 groups	was	 seen	 as	 unhelpful	 in	
advancing	 gender	 equality.	 Faith	 leader	 engagement	 needs	 to	 be	 done	with	 care	 and	with	 sound	







































consequences	 of	 particular	 practices	 can	 even	 sometimes	 be	 enough	 for	 a	 faith	 leader	 to	 start	
opposing	the	practice.	An	IRW	staff	member	explained	their	experience	of	sharing	with	faith	leaders	
the	public	health	information	relevant	to	FGM/C:	‘So	particularly	in	countries	like	Egypt,	you	know,	it’s	








force	 them	 to	 become	 secular.’64	 All	 five	 organisations	 use	 a	 public	 health	 approach	 to	 create	
awareness	and	to	build	rapport,	as	public	health	information	often	serves	as	a	way	of	starting	sensitive	




Tearfund,	 WVI	 and	 IRW	 have	 also	 (in	 certain	 settings)	 made	 the	 public	 health	 information	 less	
academic	by	having	a	survivor	come	and	speak	with	the	group,	discussing	how	it	has	affected	him/her.	
However,	such	meetings	can	only	occur	 if	a	survivor	 is	willing	and	comfortable	 to	do	so,	and	if	the	
safety	and	confidentiality	of	the	meeting	space	can	be	ensured.	
	
In	 the	 case	 of	 the	 four	 FBOs	 in	 this	 study,	 a	 public	 health	 approach	 is	 always	 combined	 with	 a	
scriptural/theological	approach	to	addressing	harmful	practices.	Most	often	sacred	scriptures	are	the	
basis	 of	 an	 intervention,	 because	 it	 is	 a	 way	 of	 engaging	 faith	 leaders	 in	 terms	 that	 they	 are	
comfortable	with,	that	they	trust,	and	on	which	they	see	themselves	as	expert.	Sacred	scriptures	are	
used	to	rethink	and	re-envision	certain	practices	in	terms	of	the	equality	of	God’s	creation.	In	this	way,	










Starting	 with	 their	 faith	 perspective	 in	 mind,	 rather	 than	 a	 rights	 based	 approach	 [is	 an	
effective	approach].	 I've	found	that	backing	 into	the	rights	from	a	faith	perspective	 is	more	
transformational,	less	confrontational,	and	more	sustainable.	The	way	I	describe	it	is	that	we	


















leaders	 relevant	 to	 their	 broader	 community.	 All	 four	 organisations	 have	 developed	 particular	
resources	and	methodologies	that	provide	and	guide	scriptural	reflection	on	harmful	practices	and	
GBV	more	broadly.	In	developing	these	materials,	they	have	not	only	relied	on	in-house	expertise,	but	




ABAAD,	 in	 its	 work	 with	 faith	 leaders,	 chooses	 not	 to	 engage	 theologically,	 stating	 that	 it	 is	 not	
equipped	to	do	so.	While	its	engagement	with	faith	leaders	may	spark	theological	reflection,	this	is	
not	something	ABAAD	cultivates	or	facilitates.	While	it	is	hard	to	generalise	from	one	case	study,	it	
does	 suggest	 that	 engaging	 theologically	 is	 not	 something	 an	 NGO	 can	 do	 without	 a	 faith-based	
partner,	as	non-faith	organisations	lack	the	knowledge	and	authority	within	a	particular	faith	context.	
Therefore,	while	this	study	suggest	that	all	organisations	can	engage	with	faith	leaders	in	their	work	



























The	partnership	between	WVI	and	 IRW	around	 the	CoH	methodology	 illustrates	how	a	 single	FBO	
cannot	 necessarily	 facilitate	 theological	 engagement	 with	 people	 of	 all	 faiths.	 In	 WVI	 and	 IRW’s	
partnership,	IRW	is	taking	responsibility	for	developing	the	Islamic	version	of	CoH.	Both	organisations	









an	 FBO	 of	 a	 particular	 faith	 to	 work	 with	 people	 of	 that	 faith.	 Working	 interfaith	 or	 addressing	






perceptions,	 but	 on	 the	 other,	 they	 need	 to	 do	 so	 in	 a	 way	 that	 they	 are	 not	 rejected	 as	 being	
religiously	false.	This	emphasises	the	 importance	of	 long-term	engagement	 in	communities,	as	this	
process	is	even	more	difficult	(even	impossible)	if	it	has	to	be	done	in	a	hurry.	The	need	for	long-term	
















Furthermore,	 the	 FBO	 case	 studies	 highlight	 how	 important	 it	 is	 to	 address	 faith	 leaders	 in	 a	
constructive	 and	 positive	 way,	 acknowledging	 the	 (potential)	 roles	 they	 can	 play	 in	 challenging	
violence	 and	 injustice	 in	 their	 communities,	 rather	 than	 focusing	 on	 how	 they	might	 promote	 or	
legitimise	HTPs.		This	is	done	by	emphasising	how	challenging	HTPs	and	the	religious	drivers	of	HTPs	
                                                
68	IRW,	Aazim,	22	June	2017.	
offer	 opportunities	 for	 faith	 leaders	 to	 expand	 and	 deepen	 their	 ministries.	 The	 importance	 of	











An	 example	 of	 such	 positive	 engagement	 is	 mobilising	 faith	 leaders	 around	 alternative	 initiation	
rituals.	Literature	on	FGM/C	suggests	that	faith	leader	engagement	in	alternative	initiation	rituals	is	
successful,	because	 it	offers	a	middle	way	between	condemning	FGM/C	and	respecting	 local	 ritual	
practices.69	 Faith	 leader	 engagement	 gives	 the	 alternative	 initiation	 a	 certain	 authority	 and,	when	
combined	with	the	engagement	of	other	leadership,	forges	a	broad	support	base	for	eradicating	the	





leadership	structures,	such	as	Anglican	and	Catholic	groups.	The	work	of	 local	 faith	 leaders	can	be	
halted	or	even	countered	when	it	is	not	supported	by	the	faith	leadership	at	district,	regional,	national	
and/or	international	levels,	while	the	encouragement	and	support	of	those	higher	up	within	the	faith	
hierarchy	 can	 serve	 to	motivate	 local	 faith	 leader	 activity.	 Thus	 it	 is	 important	 to	 have	multilevel	
engagement	with	the	faith	hierarchy,	as	an	interview	with	a	CA	participant	illustrates:	‘There	can	be	
quite	localised	interpretations	of	faith	…	you	can’t	just	convert	senior	faith	leaders	[to	the	cause	of	



























































• Groups	 must	 be	 created	 with	 sensitivity	 to	 the	 power	 dynamics	 between	 participants,	
especially	 those	 of	 gender	 and	 age.	 Gender-segregated	 and	 age-segregated	 groups,	 with	
same-sex	facilitators,	have	proven	most	effective.	At	the	same	time	both	CA	and	Tearfund	
recommend	 that	 at	 a	 later	 stage	 in	 the	 process	 (e.g.	 after	 eight	 sessions	 as	 a	 gender-














conversation	and	 ‘active	 listening’.	 This	was	 seen	as	 crucial	 to	 the	 transformation	of	 faith	
leaders	in	particular.	
• Group	participants	should	participate	on	a	volunteer	basis	only.	As	these	groups	tackle	very	





• Good	 facilitation	 is	 the	 key	 to	 the	effectiveness	of	 discussion	 groups.	A	 good	 facilitator	 is	
sensitive,	 patient,	 flexible,	 responsive,	 and	 understands	 the	 local	 context,	 culture	 and	
religion.	 He/she	 should	 be	 non-judgemental	 and	 non-directional,	 particularly	 when	










HTPs	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 religion	 it	 is	 very	 important	 that	 they	 have	 access	 to	 contextual	
theological	engagement	and	materials.	Good,	contextual	theological	materials	from	credible	sources	





















centres	 where	men	 and	women	 can	 go	 during	 the	 day	 for	 a	 range	 of	 activities	 (including	 raising	
awareness	of	GBV	and	providing	counselling).	These	activities	are	intentionally	designed	for	different	
age	groups,	thus	creating	safe	spaces	for	all.		
















Firstly,	not	one	of	 the	 five	organisations	see	 faith	 leaders,	 faith	communities	or	FBOs	as	 their	only	
partner	in	addressing	HTPs.	While	each	organisation	has	developed	particular	approaches	in	terms	of	
how	 they	 engage	 with	 faith	 leaders,	 they	 are	 embedded	 within	 broader,	 community-based	
approaches	 in	which	multiple	partnerships	with	community	actors	and	leaders	are	forged.	None	of	





problematic,	 as	 it	 can	 create	 division	 within	 communities.	 It	 is	 important,	 prior	 to	 designing	 and	





that	 engaging	 with	 faith	 leaders	 needs	 to	 be	 done	 critically,	 lest	 they	 reproduce	 the	 patriarchal	
structures	that	privilege	male	faith	leaders.	Therefore,	all	four	FBOs	are	quite	intentional	in	including	
women	and	youth	(also	women	and	youth	faith	leaders)	in	intervention	programming.		






















Both	 the	case	study	 interviews	and	the	online	survey	asked	participants/respondents	 to	 reflect	on	
effective	 interlocutors.	 ‘Interlocutors’	were	defined	 as	 people	who	are	 able	 to	 introduce	 and	 lead	






responding	 to	 other	 social	 problems,	 such	 as	 humanitarian	 crises,	 HIV	 and	 Ebola.	 A	 Tearfund	







It	 is	 apparent,	 though,	 that	 faith	 leaders	 are	 more	 effective	 interlocutors	 in	 certain	 geographical	
regions	and	communities,	where	faith	 is	generalised	and	part	of	community	 life.	Not	only	are	faith	
leaders	not	as	influential	in	all	communities;	not	all	faith	leaders	are	influential.	The	five	organisations	
studied	 have	 developed	 certain	 strategies	 for	 identifying	 faith	 leaders	 who	 can	 be	 effective	
interlocutors	in	responding	to	social	issues	such	as	HTPs.	Firstly,	when	starting	to	work	in	a	community,	

























community	 conversations	 on	 HTPs.	 The	 existing	 leadership	 within	 communities	 emerged	 as	 an	
important	avenue	of	engagement,	as	faith	leaders	(32%)	and	traditional	leaders	(20%)	were	selected	
most	often.	 The	mentioning	of	 traditional	or	 cultural	 leaders	 is	 significant	 regarding	 the	 focus	on	










be	excellent	 interlocutors.	As	FBOs	have	 found	 in	 their	 intervention	activities,	survivors	and	those	
affected	by	HTPs	are	also	effective	 interlocutors.	All	of	 the	organisations	strongly	advised,	 though,	
that	this	 is	only	done	as	 long	as	they	are	fully	willing	to	act	as	such	and	can	do	so	within	safe	and	
confidential	spaces.	The	contribution	of	local	health	experts	is	crucially	important	given	the	centrality	
of	 public	 health	 in	 the	approaches	of	 the	organisations.	 Finally,	people	who	volunteer	 to	 support	
interventions	challenging	HTPs	are	seen	as	very	passionate	and	therefore	often	highly	effective.	
	
The	 ideal	 interlocutor	would	be	someone	who	embodies	multiple	 identities;	 for	example,	a	female	
health	 expert	who	 is	 also	 a	 survivor	 and	 volunteers	 to	 participate	 in	 activities	 on	 HTPs.	With	 the	
authority,	experience,	knowledge	and	drive	from	these	multiple	identities,	she	becomes	an	effective	
and	 influential	 interlocutor.	 A	 study	 on	 women’s	 Islamic	 activism	 in	 Burkina	 Faso	 illustrates	 how	









No	more	 ‘harmful	 traditional	 practices’	 is	 at	 once	 an	 aim	 as	 well	 as	 a	 critical	 call	 to	 rethink	 the	
terminology	 used	 to	 address	 the	 violence	 and	 injustice	 affecting	 women	 and	 girls.	 Informed	 by	
literature	 review,	 case	 study	 research	 and	 a	 survey,	 this	 study	 has	 illustrated	 how	 especially	 the	
dimensions	of	gender	and	patriarchy	are	made	invisible	in	the	term	‘HTP’.	This	is	deeply	problematic,	
as	well	as	hampering	the	aim	of	challenging	VAWG.		

















Reflecting	on	 the	work	 that	has	been	done	around	 the	world	with	various	 faith	 communities,	 it	 is	
necessary	to	pay	heed	to	what	grassroots	praxis	is	saying.	The	term	‘harmful	traditional	practices’	is	
hampering	 community-based	 response	 to	 these	 practices.	 It	 is	 therefore	 recommended	 that	
policymakers	and	organisations	rather	use	the	term	‘violence	against	women	and	girls’	or	 ‘gender-
based	 violence’.	 Furthermore,	 a	 focus	 on	 underlying	 ideologies,	 such	 as	 ‘patriarchy’	 or	 ‘harmful	
masculinities’,	enables	more	productive	engagement	on	various	harmful	practices	 in	the	form	that	





leaders	 are	 important	 actors	 in	 challenging	 and	 eradicating	 such	 practices.	 Religion	 is	 one	 of	 the	
drivers	of	various	practices	that	are	harmful	mainly	to	women	and	girls.	Addressing	these	practices	
therefore	requires	engaging	with	religion	in	both	critical	and	constructive	ways.	Those	who	lead	faith	








Faith	 leaders	 are	 not	 the	 magic	 bullet	 in	 challenging	 HTPs.	 Harmful	 practices	 emerge	 and	 are	
performed	in	particular	local	contexts	in	which	religion	is	intertwined	with	other	elements	of	culture,	
ethnicity,	 race,	 and	 class,	 as	 well	 as	 economy,	 politics	 and	 broader	 power	 relations.	 Faith	 leader	
engagement	 should	 therefore	 always	be	part	 of	 broader	 community	 approaches	 and	partnerships	
between	various	community	actors	and	interlocutors.	Such	community	approaches	can	be	facilitated	
by	both	faith-based	and	non-faith	organisations	–	engagement	with	faith	leaders	should	not	be	limited	
to	 FBOs.	 However,	 when	 such	 engagement	 is	 theological,	 requiring	 scriptural	 engagement	 and	










and	gender	 inequality,	 rather	 than	HTPs.	This	allows	 for	 context-appropriate	programming	
and	projects	 that	acknowledge	gender	 inequality	and	violence	as	problems	common	 to	all	
societies	 (and	 not	 just	 non-Western	 ones).	 It	 also	 does	 not	 hide	 the	 gendered	 nature	 of	
violence.	






enables	 faith	 leaders	 to	 address	 sensitive	 and	 complex	 issues	while	 using	 a	 discourse	 and	
framework	they	know	and	respect.	
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